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Interest in Indian music has been growing 
steadily in the West in recent years, but not all 
of those interested can find the time or resources 
for extended stays in India to learn the 
intricacies. Modern multimedia facilities can 
therefore be used to facilitate, somewhat, a better 
understanding of the intricacies of our music 
among interested Westerners. This book (with 
two CDs containing records of some Varnams 
of Carnatic music) is being offered as one such 
experiment in compensating for the limitations 
of intercultural, interpersonal learning and 
teaching, 

The book begins with a brief eight-page 
introduction to the history of the evolution of 
the South Indian Vina, and mentions some styles 
of playing (Tanjavur and Mysore styles). After 
a quick introduction to the Varnam form, the 
remaining pages are devoted to staff notation 
for 21 Varnam compositions in different ragas, 
to be coordinated with the audio versions on 
the accompanying CDs. 

The introduction on the history and evolution 
of the Vina is well done, even if it is short, and 
is obviously the result of a good amount of 
study, The CDs, however, are a bit of a 
disappointment, although they are of undoubted 
value as archival material that preserves short 
samples of the playing of some of the old 
Masters (whose records are not easily available). 
Especially among those wanting to use this 
book-cassette offering as a learning tool, some 
problems may be encountered: most of the 
Vamam presentations are without a percussion 
(or even hand-beat) accompaniment; they are 
in different tempi and different srutis (the 
listener will have to match these with the 
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Notation given to a standard C key); and the 
solfa-svara passages are omitted in the 
transcription. Since the audio version is on an 
instrument, this could prove a problem in 
following the performed version (except for 
instrumentalists who do not need to pronounce 
the svaras). The author has added some extra 
symbols in staff notation to incorporate the 
gamakas of Carnatic music, but these symbols 
need to be interpreted by the reader/performer in 
association with the sounds of the CDs (which 
brings us back to the limitations of the teacher- 
taught format). 

The major portion of the book is taken up 
by staff notation for Varnam compositions. It 
is a pity that although staff notation is included 
for Varnams played by great masters like 
Karaikudi Sambasiva Iyer and the legendary 
Vina Dhanammal, samples of their playing are 
not part of the CD; their disciples’ renderings 
are included. 

The CDs also include a few exercises like 
‘janta varisai’ patterns (double notes, as played 
on the Vina). The idea is to offer an audio sample 
for the manner in which the double notes are to 
be handled, but what about the finger 
placements? The Karaikudi style, in particular, 
specializes in finger technique, and in order to 
be initiated into these intricacies, one needs to 
sit face to face with a practitioner and acquire 
familiarity with the techniques. 

Also included are some raga-alapana 
phrases, in staff notation, to acquaint the reader/ 
learner with the rudiments of the melody 
patterns featured in the Varnam renderings 
included in the CD. 

The author refers to “Sudha Sa” and “Sudha 
Pa”, which is curious. Sa and Pa being achala 
(fixed) svaras in the Indian musical lexicon, 
there are no suddha (or other) versions, unlike 
the remaining five notes of the octave. The book 
also lists the performance of a Varnam in double 
speed as part of the format of presentation. 
While doubling is done sometimes, it is not 
mandatory and is not always done, and this 
could have been mentioned to avoid possible 
confusion in some learners. 


BOOK REVIEW 63 


And finally, why Varnams only on the Vina? 
Is the focus on the Varnam form, or on the Vina, 
or on Varnam as performed on the Vina — as 
specifically restricted? If so, why? It would have 
been heipful to have this explained. 


The book nonetheless has value as a useful 
addition to the corpus of multimedia resources 
available on Carnatic music. 
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